Pharmacological management of neuropathic pain.
In health, the nervous system exists in a balance between inhibitory and excitatory influences. This balance may be upset if neural tissue is damaged or irritated and may give rise to neuropathic pain. Such neuropathic pain does not respond consistently to opioid analgesics or NSAIDs and it may therefore be necessary to utilise other therapeutic agents with known activity on either the excitatory or inhibitory components of the pain pathway. These other agents are traditionally considered with reference to their original uses; we still refer to tricyclic antidepressants (TCAs) and anticonvulsant drugs when a consideration of their modes of action may allow more rational use. For example, carbamazepine is related to the TCAs by virtue of its chemical structure and proposed mode of action and yet is still classified as an anticonvulsant drug. With respect to the opioids, increasing evidence points to an analgesic effect in neuropathic pain, although concerns regarding tolerance and dependence still prevent more widespread use. The anticonvulsants comprise a group of compounds possessing anticonvulsant and analgesic properties, but each possesses differing modes of action and so several members of the class should be tried before a conclusion is reached that they, as a whole, are ineffective. TCAs may also have a role in the treatment of neuropathic pain. As with all drugs, if their use is not associated with pain relief in a defined period of time, their use should be terminated. Topical TCAs may also have a role where the area of neuropathic pain is small. Other options, such as SSRIs, membrane stabilisers, capsaicin, baclofen and clonidine may have potential in treating neuropathic pain. The available evidence regarding the efficacy of currently available agents for the treatment of neuropathic pain is sparse. With the knowledge of achieving analgesia, according to the modes of actions of various agents it is hoped that the treatment of this difficult condition may be more logical and successful.